the great towns and provinces. 3 In France, to quote the memorable words of Louis XV, 'it is in my person alone that sovereign authority resides … it is to me alone that legislative power belongs and it can neither be divided nor shared'. 4 An absolute monarch, secure in the knowledge of his full and unfettered sovereignty and ruling without a national parliament, seems very different to the situation in Ireland or Hungary, and there is no doubt that there were real and important distinctions. Yet the classic interpretation of French absolutism and of administrative centralisation that accompanies it is based overwhelmingly upon the view from the centre, assuming that ministers and their provincial representatives, the intendants, were able to govern at will.
Clearly the Bourbon monarchs did gradually exert greater administrative control over their subjects and the intendants of the late eighteenth century were extremely powerful in the pays d'élections. These provinces, defined by an absence of provincial estates, made up nearly two-thirds of the kingdom, and it is their example which provided the model for theories of absolutism and centralisation. However, the other third of the kingdom was divided among the pays d'états, which maintained varying degrees of legal and administrative autonomy through the continuing presence of representative bodies. Provinces such as Brittany, Languedoc and Provence had maintained strong local traditions of self-rule and of cultural and institutional independence from the centre. Not surprisingly, the revisionist critique of 'absolutism' that has flourished among British and American scholars in particular has focused upon the pays d'états with a series of major studies challenging the traditional view of a powerful centralising state.
5 These works have not conceptualised the French state in terms of a composite monarchy, although on closer inspection the parallels are striking.
6
Much depends upon the question of definition. If composite monarchy is thought of in terms of a single ruler of multiple kingdoms then France can scarcely be claimed to fit such a model, but a more flexible definition that includes monarchical states ruling over disparate provinces with their own legal rights and privileges is perhaps a more accurate reflection of the reality in early modern Europe. In a thoughtful article on the subject of composite monarchy, J. H. Elliott discussed the writings of the seventeenthcentury Spanish jurist Juan Solórzano Pereira, who had considered how new territories could be added to existing dominions.
7 Solórzano had suggested that one method was 'the form of union known as aeque principaliter, under which the constituent kingdoms continued after their union to be treated as distinct entities, preserving their own laws, fueros and privileges. "These kingdoms", wrote Solórzano, "must be ruled and governed as if the king who holds them all together were king only of each one of them."' 8 Such a definition of the relationship between the French Crown and the provinces would not have seemed unduly far-fetched to the inhabitants of the great pays d'états, who were proud of the 'constitutions' and 'liberties' confirmed
